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ABSTRACT 
Before teachers can heed recent calls for planning 

literary experiences that expose children to books about people in © 
other cultures, they need to evaluate the books on the many ethnic 
booklists. Thi’s evaluation process can be confusing, due to the 
varying quality of multiethnic literature for children, There are 

_- five questions. that teachers should consider in evaluating. , 

- multiethnic books: (1) Are there stereotypes in words ‘or pictures? ; 
Stereotyping frequently occurs in language, in the patterns of daily’ me nf 
life presented, and in the pictures. (2) What does the story imply? 

The plot, theme, or tone may contain hidden meanings that convey a 
distorted view.of an ethnic’ group; further, stories may deal only : 
with the past history of a culture or may omit major aspects of a 
culture in their portrayals. (3) What are the author's 
qualifications? The author must have knowledge of the customs, 
habits, and attitudes of a group to present them accurately. (4) When 
was the book published? Many older books reflect outdated attitudes, 
contain offensive vocabulary, and portray stereotyped situations. (5) 
What is the literarpy-merit of the book? The literary elements of a 
work must be-carefully drawn, insightfully developed, and adequately 
concluded. In conclusion, teachers must evaluate the available 
literature and offer those books that present the best, most honest 
picture of ‘our multiethniac society. (GT) 
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years, American public school teachers were ex-' x 
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; i ee doce ale ; eas 
ress the similarities in.our culture. America was 
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." where foreigners became Americans, and the® 
': * schools werR one place where this change,. or melting, took place. 
: - . d F eS’ : ‘ . rt » - : 


‘Later, as ¢t 


is idea was losing popularity, the call rang out 
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‘for ethriid: 


‘eee and more attention to the many diverse cul- 


‘ma e-up our pluralistic, society. Again, the’ public 


looked to as one place where:an idea could become 
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h-African studies, Chicano studies, and the like 
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dtistdticulums of schools across the country. And with 
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ry good curr culum came a booklist.° However, after using 
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epae of eee and booklists, teachers became increas- 


s aa ae hal . . ¢ ’ . : ' 
ingly wary... \The ‘noted that for- children to learn'to accept and 
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respect the’ diverse cultures in our-'society they needed /more than 
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a recognition of difterences/in diet, family custom, or language Ie 4 
| ‘ F / 
-, pattern. The chijdren needed to learn ‘to appreciate/ the richness’ | 
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of cultural difference and develop some feelings of empathy for 
- ¢ 7 ae / 


the 1972 NCTE, Convention, Esther 
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a all, people. In ‘a speech at 
: a 4 ' 


’ Jenkins listed ten i"Goals of a Multi-Ethnic Literature Program." 


La ay 
She showed how ‘carefully planned ‘literary experiences which ex- 
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’ pose children to books about people in other cultures help each 
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child realize the richness of American society. Among the many 


good points Jenkins mentioned-ware the following: 
es lal camera OM: ie take ¥ 


eA 
nee 
_ 1+ 


Pat . ¢ 
/ The child could realize that not all people 
\ share his personal beliefs, that in other 
, Culturés people may have different value 
/ - systems, and that despite differences, indi- 
/ viduals can and must. live together in harmony. 
And- that people belonging to ethnic groups 
; other than his are real people with feelings 
yF and d@motions similar to his, with needs very 
oa much like his:own. (Jenkins; 695) 
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/ ta like to suggest that anyone truly interested in a multi- 
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ethnic literature program for children, carefully consider 
‘/* ** Jenkins' goals. 
eC /; Many teachers, aware of the need for ‘depth in multi-ethnic 


‘programs, worked to modify curriculum and booklists. However, ' 
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| they were often confused over the quality -and quantity of mate- 
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-Yial on the lists. What was needed, of course, were béoks that 


provide a knowledge d sensitivity that spanned barriets of race, 
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color, and religion which keep: people. apart» To;give children 
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the best opportunity/ to know other people, teachers needéd to 


evaluate the bookg on the many ethnic bodklists. 
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This evalaation process can be confusing. Many books 


.dealing with or claiming, to deal-with the culturally different 
7, : 6 
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child have been printed recently. Some of these books only re- 
/ ~ * ba 
mottely deal with the culturally/ different child and his environ- 
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ment; others offer a biased picture of different societies;. 


stifl others are excellent. Upon a closer exgmination of book- 


lists, teachers often sl books printed years ago that contain 
outdated attitudes wf dress. Also, there is a varying number 
« / ; . és 
of books available about children of different cultures. For 
/ Ly 
example, there are few books about Chinese Americans that do not 


*take place in China or CRinatown. Teachers: need to become more 
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aware o£: the varying quality and quantity of multi-ethni¢ liter- ‘Se 
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ature for children. -e 
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Several groups have published position papers that include | 
if 6 i ea 
criteria for evaluating books. The Council on Interracial Books * 


for Children has developed guidelines for analyzing books for 
' ~ ge j i 
racism and sexism. “Marsha Rudman, in an excellent book; Children's 
‘ }- . t . Sac a . 
Literature,: An Issues Approach, has adapted and eliaborated<on ’| 
: : a _ a 


* these. Her book has a wealth of information for teachers and 


librarians. (Especially useful is the annotated bibliography of 
\ Es ae i / = 


children's books that follows each chapter.) When a group of 
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teachers’ and I worked through these and other guidelines for 
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a 


evaluating books, we camé up with a modified’ list that has helped 
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us to become more aware lof possible flaws in children's books as 


well as helped us to identify positive features in the books. 


; e 
. Some people may view our choice of items’as a cursory review, but 
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we felt they were realistic points for the classroom teacher to 
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consider. 
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_ CRITERIA FOR BOOK SELECTION - 
or 
Five Questions to Consider 
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Le Are, there stereotypes in-words and/or pictures? 


Ye ae | 
"A stereotype is an qversimplified generalization about a partic- 
ular group, race, or sex, which generally carries derogatory im- 


plications. Some “famous' stereotypes of Blacks are the happy- 


~ 
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oc. ®go-lucky~Sambo eating watermelon, or a. fat, old, eye-rolling | 


{ e 
mammy,." (Rudman; 178) j a0. 


® often in children's literature, culture groups are presented 
in an unvarying manner; the descriptions are over-generalized - 


There is little if any originality or 
: : ib 


r character. Stereotyping can take 


and me derogatory. 
individualization in plot o 
: f 


place in words of the story, in the patterns of daily life pre- 
‘f 


sented, and in the pictures. 
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While reviewing the available literature about Native 


Americans; f6r example, we found such demeaning words as "redskih," 


| a, 


witha os i 
"buck," “how," and "ugh." Cliches such as "heapbig" and “many 
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a moon" are present in several storiés.: Native Americans ob- 
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ject to the fictional “Cowboy and Indian" version of their 


language. 
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Other minorities also ss certain loaded words. Teachers 


» 


must be sensitive to the words in the story. Words should not 
7 | 
be used to present a demeaning picture of a minority. 


“ 


Stereotyped family and daily life patterns are: also common 
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.in books about minorities. Typically a book about a black 
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. family takes place in a poor ghettb. Often the family is | 
¢ ; ; : fs * , 
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fatherless; an explanation concerning the father's ‘absence . 


seldom given. Native Americans are often shown living a poor, 


Lf ' 


hopeless life on a reservation or rejecting their heritage and 


w 
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becoming more like the white man.’. Chinese Americans are shown 
. 
. i 
in traditional dress, living in a Chinatown, or working in a 


‘ laundry. Teachers have to be ready to counteract this steréo- 


-typing by presenting books that offer a more varied _realistic 


” 
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look ‘at family life and lifestyles. . 
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Stereotyping in pictures is-often obvious to the sensitive 
4. y . \ ' + 
reviewern ‘Fewer books are being printed that show black charac- 
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ters with Caucasian;,features. However, other careless represen- 
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tations of minority Americans and their customs can be. found in. 
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books. For example, illustrators still mix the clothes and ° 
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customs of various Native American'tribes in the pictures of an 


ev 


"Indian" book. Mexican Americans resent the typical picture of 
* 


their people always wearing sombreros or leading burros to an 


open air market. Teachers need to look for individuality and 
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accuracy in the illustrations. Minority members’ individuality 


‘ 
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in word, dress, custom, and life style must be presented to 


give om an, honest picture of ethnic culture in America. 
o \ : ; 


The second question we posed was: What does the story imply? 
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The plot, theme or tone of the story may contain hidden mean- 
. , ; : e m 
ings. Reviewers must consider what the author is implying as 
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well as what is being’ openly discussed. Some authors usé a 
. : a 
‘condescending tone or present a distorted view of a minority 
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culture. Other authors use literature as a means of preaching 
. ' . ‘ ‘ . ; 
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a specific doctrine. Teachers need to become aware of the 


effect the story and its meaning will have upon the children's 
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_knowledge of a culture. )Educators must also be sensitive to the 
. | | | ia 

effect of the story's meaning upon minority children's self- 
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esteem. 
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*, For example, sometime the "happy ending" of an ethnié 


story involves the’ central character accepting the values and 


customs of the majority society. The inference is that the + 
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majority way is best. This type of, ending says that people can 
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be proud of their heritage ‘only if they also adjust and accept 


| © i { ‘ 
the values of the majority culture. Many people, proud of 
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. their heritage, would contest this point. 


Further, many stories have settings "long ago and far away." 
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It |is doubtful that these books will be useful in.helping ‘teachers 
| | 
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present a representative look at ethnic groups in America today. x 
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Children of a minority group will have difficulty finding simi- 
: Vs oe , , | / 
larities in their experiences: and those of the characters in the’ 


book that is set in the past. Also, if\ books are available pri- 
: é 
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- Marily to presenta country's past, the implication is that the 
4 ‘ar . a . 
present day culture is not valued enough to be written about. 
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A few authors of contemporary children's literature preach. 


/ Tracts published in Communist China are presented as literature 


° 8 
for children but are in fact propaganda. Teachers should be 
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aware of the "message" tn these books. 
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The: actual and implied storyline can affect-a culturally 


different child's self-esteem. It can also present a distorted 
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view of an ethnic group. Teachers must consider what the story 
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. implies as well as what it says in print when evaluating the 


book for classroom use. 
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i "gs Another part of this question is a problem of omission, No. . 
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matter how we search, there simply are not many books available _ 
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on- certain topics or cultures. For example, Gloria Blatt re- . YO 
F ee a pies Fae ; 
‘viewed twenty-nine books about "The Mexican American-in Children's.” : 
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| Literature." She found that there were very’ few books that 
“a . a. 0 


, Presented Mexican-American children in the United States.*, She 
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found many’ books: that showed problem situations in Mexico, ‘Isabel 
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a t& a ; ; 
Schon looked at books‘about Latin Americans. (Looking at Books 
e ’ : ; . nQ 
about Latin Americans) She noted "the treatment of Latin Ameri- 


cans by;Americans or foreign authors. is_in general an acceptance 
of one: truth: poverty, and this is fully described." (Schon; 267) _. 
‘ TY ; . 


She read thirty-four children's books about Latin Americans 


_ focusing chiefly on Mexico and Mexican-Americans. Nineteen dealt 


* ~ 


with poverty, four described Mexican traditions and halidays, 
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| and only one described the life of a middle class family in 
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Mexico eee Nine Days to Christmas, Marie Hall Ets and 
A | : e : = ~ \ : 
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ee . 3 As : 
oy 9 - Aurora, Labastida ] We need more books about Mexican-Americans and 
- v s P _ 2 e - ri : he 
BAR other groups living today in the United States. ye, 
Mar barge : : 
-A third question ‘that needs to be considered is that of 
; : ” is , ‘ © : ‘ = \ . ~ 
bee hed -. ‘the‘author 's' background. rf 
oe Ge ¢ ie a re ; ae eee 4 . . 
3 ah nike _,What are the author" 8 _ sa tient jo s?* - 
a ® eae Suge a 
ee ‘The _couneé on ineerzacidetboaté for’ chiakertHiggeat st 
: ox. eas... . - Welw bore a ee i i - 
. te reading the. aigeias fa naterittt ‘on, the: jacket flap or in the - 
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: accurately. By looking at biographical material about the author, ~ 


we can discover if thdre was anything in the author's background °° 


that would specifically: recommend them for a book. Ideally, an 
: hr te .h 


author's work is an honest and original story that presents 
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the culture fairly. 


ea ‘A fourth point to consider is the date of publication or 
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When was the book published? 


Many older books reflect outdated attitudes, contain offen- 
* bs a a ; - 
yg é ca Ps : « P . : ae : ia « P 
sive vocabulary,.and portray stereotyped Situations. In the . 
a 2 ae oo 
1960's books on minority themes were rushed to publication. ‘Un- - 
fortunately, in the haste td meet the growing demand for multi- 


e 
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¥ ; . a ; ‘ *e 
ethnic books, authors: and publishers sold books’ of questionable 
quality, Many offered a picture of a minority: culture, from ae 


: ; ¢ Se p " . ; . : ; . oo e : 


white person,'s perspective. Others offered descriptions of 
* ay od af “+ rr a . : a 
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dress and customs, but never examined \the underlying relation-_ rt 
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ships of lifé ina pluralistic societ Only very recently, in 
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the late 1960's and early 1970's have children's books begun to 
reflect the realities of a multiracial society. 
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. . .Teachers should look at the copywrite: date. to get a clue 


“as to how likely the book will offer a realistic picture of 


- another culture. 
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‘tPinally, a good children's book on any topic must be able 


to be judged on the question: 
, as 
‘ What is,the literary merit of ‘the book? : 
a ae ote . > 7 ia ; on 
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When evaluating literature, it is true that we must care- 


we 
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fully consider the cultural authenticity of a book i e. 
. ; : rat . ‘ 4 . = h. e 


children's response’'to it. Today, we have spent a great deal of 
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our time discussing authenticity. ‘We have also inferred that 
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the children's response to a book will help to develop attitudes 
hs hg: & ae . : . 7 
and opinions, This idea has been researched. Linda and Gary 
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Berg-Cross reported in a recent. Reading Tedcher article that © 
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attitudes of four to six year olds could be changed by hearing . 
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past } y , : 
popular and socially relevant. stories. They wrote: thi this . . 


P : : ae 3 
~ may show that literature is an effi¢ient means of ‘communicating 
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and. altering attitudes faster than other meafis. Knowing this, 
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leads us to Carefully’ consider the story line and message af, 
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a book when considering it for use in the classroom. 


, = “m However, a very pressing point, in my opinion, is the 
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; value of the book as a piece of literature. I guess.I am still 


¢ . 7 ae 
*% caught up in. the 2 a arguments of Robert Penn Warren who 
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, taught¥that the structure of the work must communicate meaning, 
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£ -with power, originality and precision. Warren and the "New 


Critics" concentrated on the form of the work - the plot, 
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. _ characterization, savtion theme, point of view, style, and tone. 
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Often called the “literary elements" of a work, these seven in- 
terrelated parts must be carefully drawn, . insightfully developed,’ 
er 3 a : : : . * Sts a 


and ‘adequately -céncluded in-any work for children and adults 
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book. Too many: books on a multi-ethnic literature have charac- 


‘ters that. are superficially drawn and | that: are too: con 
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venien#ly concluded. We reed more books lof high literary merit.. ie 
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In conclusion, theré are many books’ on the topic of multi- - 
») . ar : . 
ethnic literature. Some are very good, others have recognizable 
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faults.. Generally, books-that have a universal appeal such as | 
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Keat's Snowy Day, Marie ¥.*Ets' Gilberto and the Wind, or Bette! 
’ . ‘ : , | 


‘Greene's Phillip Hall Likes Me. I Reckon' Maybe are desired most 
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in the’ classroom. When planning a multi-ethnic curriculum for 
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‘ children, teachers must evaluate the available literaturé and 
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offer those books that present the best, most honest picture Se 
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